








conception  of  dress  as  'microcosmic  dwelling  places'  enables  the  authors  to  think  about  veiling 
practices,  Islams and gender not only in relation to the familiar domains of state, piety, subjectivity, 
consumption,  capitalism,  public  and  private  (for  instance),  but  also with  regards  to  some  less  self‐
evidently  relevant  contexts.  Light,  architecture  and  cinema,  as  well  as  walls,  windows,  curtains, 
coffins, tents and screens, are among them. It is by way of these multiple refractions that the authors 


















meanings  that  lie  elsewhere).  In  this  paper,  we  explore  how  Farniyaz  uses  words  to  establish 
connections between different kinds of materials in her work – the materials of dress in particular ‐ , 
and how her work makes words material. Although  the paper  is not about  veiling practices,  Islams 
and gender per se, the nature of the discussion nevertheless raises issues that are relevant to them. 
Indeed  our  intentionally  oblique  approach  enables  us  to  think  about  gender  and  dress  not  only  in 
relation, for instance, to the familiar and important domains of state, piety, subjectivity, consumption 
and capitalism, public and private, liberal politics and 'the powers of freedom' (Amir‐Moazami et al., 
2011),  but  also  with  regards  to  some  less  self‐evidently  relevant  contexts.  Light,  architecture,  and 
cinema are among them. So too are walls, windows, curtains, coffins, tents and screens. All of these 
connections are generated by Farniyaz's understanding of dress as 'microcosmic dwelling places.' It is 












MMF:  I  would  like  to  start  by  asking  you  about  two  of  your  pieces,  both  of  which  use  the  word 
'pardeh' ‐ ﻩﺩﺭﭖ ‐ which means curtain in Farsi. The first piece is entitled Pardeh (2011). It is composed 


















(high  walls),  mainly  ‐  although  not  exclusively  ‐  to  seclude  family  life.  Significantly,  the  religious 
connotations  associated with  the  seclusion  of  the  family  are  also  found  in  the  architecture  of  the 
family house. As Nader Ardalan and Laleh Bakhtiar  (1973) describe,  Iranian residential houses were 
strongly  influenced  by  sacral  buildings,  namely  by mosques.  The  usual  ground  plan  of  a  courtyard 
house,  for  instance,  is  identical  to  that  of  an  Iranian  mosque.  Nevertheless,  with  the  increasing 
cultural  influence of Western‐style  ‘modernity’ on  the  traditional  society of  Iran,  the boundaries of 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these  houses  became more  transparent  (because  new materials,  such  as  glass,  were  used  in  their 
construction) or even invisible (because walls were lowered or destroyed entirely). Consequently, the 
religious dimensions which were inherent in the courtyard architecture, and which had corresponded 
to  the  Islamic  notion  of  sacredness  and  the  concealment  of  family  life,  disappeared with  the  new 
forms  of  building  and  living.  Toilets  and  bathrooms  were  now  located  inside  the  apartment,  and 
balconies  opening  to  the  street  –  an  entirely  new  concept  in  Iran  –  disrupted  the  isolation  and 
confinement which previously had been preserved.  
 
MMF:  It  is  by way of  the  kinds  of  issues  that  you  are  discussing here,  issues/questions  of material 
boundaries, that architectural discourses often raise and interrogate the relations between public and 
private.  These  relations,  as  Thomas  Keenan  notes,  are  far  from  secure:  ‘For  if  the  window  is  the 
opening in the wall constitutive of the distinction between public and private,’ he writes, ‘it is also the 




production  of  lace,  its  extensive  use  in  interior  design  and,  especially,  as  curtains  at  the  turn  of 
century  in  Europe  and  North  America,  brought  the  invisible/private  realm  of  house  to  the 
visible/public.  The  lace  curtain,  with  its  translucence  and  permeability  to  light,  united  these  two 
spheres: the outside was in and the inside was out. So too in Pardeh. In Pardeh the word divar, which 
is Farsi  for  ’wall’,  is printed on a curtain which hangs  in  front of a window. The curtain  is purposely 
thin  and  transparent  in  order  to  evoke  the  fading  away  of  the word ﺭﺍﻭﯼﺩ  and, with  it,  the walled 
space  it  represents.  In  this  respect  the  piece  emulates  the  decline  in  traditional  Iranian  domestic 
architecture and, up until the Iranian revolution in 1979, in traditional Iranian dress code.  
 
MMF: Which  brings  us  to  the  second  piece, which  is  entitled Pause  in Movement  (2012). Pause  in 
Movement  is a site‐specific  installation, created for the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford.  It  is a dress, 
three metres high, composed of a Victorian bodice from which flows a long golden skirt on which the 
word pardeh  is printed,  in Farsi.  It stands on a Victorian‐style round sofa in the centre of gallery 42, 
which displays the Ashmolean’s permanent collection of  Italian Renaissance paintings of Madonnas. 






word  means  veil  (with  reference  to  women’s  clothing)  and,  although  today  it  is  associated  with 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In  the exhibition,  some viewers were curious enough  to actually  lift  the  rim of  the skirt  in order  to 
look inside. Like the chador, the skirt in Pause in Movement separates and isolates its wearer from her 
environment.  Potentially,  it  offers  the  woman  security  or,  to  use  Walter  Benjamin’s  words,  a 
‘protective  shell’  (2010:  126). Why do women  (especially)  need  this?  Luce  Irigaray  proposes  that  a 
woman’s body is an open envelope, unsealed because of her vagina, which requires another artificial 
envelope  to  close  it  (2004:  12).  Clothes  –  together  with  other  accessories  –  play  exactly  that  role 
(Irigaray 2004: 12). 
 
In  Pause  in Movement  I  conceptualise  the  dress/veil  as  an  extended  home,  an  enclosed  place  for 
women, a walled space of infinite privacy. Pause in Movement illustrates how the concepts of home, 
of the private, and of the feminine are separated and constructed not just by materials such as walls 




well  illustrated  in  Z.  Fareen Parvez’s work.  Parvez  (2011)  conducted  a  very  bleak  ethnography of  a 
French Salafist women’s mosque community  in Les Minguettes, which is a poor neighbourhood in a 
banlieue in Lyon. Although she does not use the words 'microcosmic dwelling places' in her analysis, I 







the  self which  they  seek  to  carry  into  the public domain.  This private  sphere  is  not  about political, 









other  form of dwelling,  this other  form of privacy,  in public. As Talal Asad points out,  it  is  the state 
that  ‘reserves  for  itself  the  final  authority’  to  determine  the  meaning  of  ‘the  religious’,  and, 
ultimately, to construct ‘the legal distinction between public and private spaces’ (2006: 500). 
 
FZ: There are many historical precedents and resonances here.  It  is worth noting,  for  instance,  that 
Reza  Shah’s4 'modernisation'  policies  towards  women  and  their  dress  went  hand  in  hand  with 
continuous attempts – by him and by his son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi ‐ to diminish the influence of 
the  bazaar  right  up  until  the  Islamic  revolution  of  1978‐79  (Grigor,  2009:  169).   The  destruction  of 
parts of Tehran’s bazaar and bazaar neighbourhood, which corresponded to the Street Widening act 
passed  by  the  majles  (the  Iranian  parliament)  in  November  1933,  is  just  one  indication  of  how 
concerned  the  Pahlavis  were  with  these  enclosed  spaces,  which  represented  the  epicentre  of  the 
power  of  the  ulama.5 Their  policies  towards  women’s  clothing,  and  particularly  towards  the  veil  ‐ 
another  enclosed  space  and,  again,  symbol  of  clerical  authority  ‐  seems  to  have  been more  about 
gaining a stake in a political power struggle than it was an issue of women’s rights. The removal of the 
veil was made  compulsory  in 1936.  It  is  no  coincidence  that while  the  Iranian women’s movement 
was dissolved in 1933 by Reza Shah (Sanasarian, 1384: 51), and while there was no 'formal' discussion 
on  women’s  suffrage  until  1963,  the  display  of  the  female  body  was  nevertheless  considered  an 
indispensable part of modernity.  
 




indicate  that,  henceforth,  the  circulation  of  women  abides  by  the  generalized  model,  and  not  by 
restricted exchange. Too bad for bearded fathers and elder brothers! Long live the planetary market!’ 
(2004). So what  is  the generalised model? To my mind  it  is based,  in part, on the  idea of a smooth 
space  of  global  capital  over  which  (some)  people  and  (some)  things  are  ‘free’  to  skate 
uninterruptedly.  Such  a  space  arguably  remains  the  performative  ambition  of  contemporary 




















The difference  is politically  significant. Consider,  for  instance,  the  chain of  implications  that  follows 
from  an  understanding  of  faith  in  terms  of  an  ‘inner’  cognitive  belief  (rather  than  faith‐based 
practices),  as  compared  to  one  that  foregrounds  faith‐based  practices.  In  the  first  place,  the 
marginalisation  of  faith‐based  practices  renders  'the  difference  between  the man  [sic]  of  faith  and 
one who has no  faith virtually unobservable'  (Asad, 2001: 140). This unobservability supports,  in  its 
turn, ‘the modern liberal separation between the public spaces (where our politically responsible life 
is openly lived) and the private (where one has the right to do with one's own as one pleases)' (Asad, 
2001: 140).  It  is within  such a matrix of  assumptions – of  faith  as  a private matter which does not 
require, as a matter of faith, any publicly visible practices, of the veil as ‘merely’ an expression or sign 
of an  ‘interior’ belief  ‐  that  the French state can  ‘reasonably’ demand, by  law,  that Muslim women 
remove their headscarves, and can ‘reasonably’ assume that these women will be able do so without 




is  because  I  wish  to  better  apprehend  how  these  garments  (built  structures)  contribute  to  the 
construction  of  subjective  experiences  and  practices  –  which  include,  of  course,  violations.  Juhani 
Pallasmaa highlights the connections between consciousness and built environments when he quotes 







diminished concept of dress  ‐  and particularly, within  that  category,  the concept of  the veil  ‐  to be 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opened up and brought into contact both with other materials (like walls and curtains for example) as 
well  as  with  material  practices.  Masserat  Amir‐Ebrahimi  has  recently  extended  her  research  on 
traditional women's use of  the chador  in  Iran  (2004)  to an analysis of  religious women's use of  the 
internet (2008). She suggests that,  just as compulsory hejab and the segregation of public spaces  in 
Iran  enabled  traditional  or  religious  women  to  come  out  of  enclosed  physical  spaces,  out  of  the 
interiors of their houses, andarouni, so blogging has made it possible for such women to participate in 
public  life. Her  article, which  is  called  'Blogging  from Qom: Behind walls  and  veils’  (2008),  brings  a 





the  hejab  system9 after  the  Islamic  Revolution.  Hamid  Naficy  argues  that  the  decade  after  the 
revolution alone brought  forth more women film directors than  Iran had seen  in the previous eight 
decades and that this, in its turn, changed the image of women as sexual objects that had dominated 
the Pahlavi regime. Naficy adds ‐ and this is perhaps relevant to Badiou's point, which you mentioned 
earlier  ‐  that  ‘although  the  replacement  of  this  imagery  did  not  give  a  realistic  representation  of 
women's affairs, the complex system of modesty at all levels of the motion picture industry and in the 
cinematic text, promised to disrupt the direct discursive  link between the representation of women 








those  in which  ‘the  spectator  is made  “invisible”  through  various  strategies  of mise‐en‐scène,  shot 




seeing,’  visible.  And  perhaps,  in  so  doing,  it  burns  away  the  distinction  between  the  light  that  is 
needed (according to architectural discourses) for the subject to see out of the window – to see out of 
the  vertical  window,  the  ‘humanist  window’,  the  window  that  ‘matches  and  houses  the  standing, 
looking, representing figure of the subject’ (Keenan, 1993: 126) – and the intense and pitiless ‘glare of 
publicity’ that floods the window and ‘exposes us to and involves us with others’ (Keenan, 1993: 133‐
134).  It  is  this  second  kind  of  light,  too  much  light,  which  maps  on  to  Le  Corbusier’s  horizontal 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window,  and which  ‘tears  a  hole  in  [what  Benjamin  called]  “the  protective  covering  of  the  private 






I  think  your  extension  of  dress  to microcosmic  dwelling  place  operates  in much  the  same  spirit  as 
















very  eccentric  love/hate  relationship  with  it.  When  the  fiancée  eventually  discovers  the  hidden 
'woman' behind  the curtain,  she becomes  jealous and begins  to  imitate  the mannequin's  looks and 
ways. She begins to wear the same clothes, the same make‐up, and even carries the same smile on 
her  face.  One  night,  when  the  man  returns  home  and  pulls  aside  the  curtain,  'the  statue'  walks 
towards him. In panic, he pulls out his gun and shoots his fiancée. 
 













MMF:  Rachel  Bowlby  makes  the  interesting  point  that  the  shop‐window  is  not  just  a  transparent 
surface through which  the observer  looks;  it  is also a reflective surface at which the observer  looks. 
The  observer/consumer  can  see  through  the  shop window  (to  the mannequin  inside)  but  they  are 
also able,  simultaneously,  to see  themselves  reflected  in  the shop window. Bowlby argues  that  this 
combination – of looking through and looking at – is what is significant about the act of ‘just looking’. 
When a woman is ‘just looking’, she is looking at/looking into/trying on a future reflection of her own 
self  (‘if  I  was wearing  that  dress …’)  (1985:  32).  The mannequin  in  the  shop window  ‘is’  what  the 




'female  flawlessness',  where  women  are  promoted  as  objects  of  beauty  and  perfection.  The 
challenges for women in a small Iranian town during the 1930s (where the second half of the story is 
set)  are  very  different  and  yet  –  and  this  is  the  point  in my  film  –  they  are  at  the  same  time  very 






draw  attention  to  the  shared  objectification  of  women  across  cultures  in  Puppet.  In  my  video,  I 
exaggerate  to  this  uncanny  resemblance  by  showing  multiple  images  of  both  the  women  (the 
mannequin and the  fiancée). By  the end of  the video,  there are 32  images of a woman (me) veiled 




to  the  limit of  virulence,  toxicity  and  insidious  invisibility’  (2008: 184).  In my  film, every one of  the 










that  we  have  referred  to  in  relation  to  this  story  (the  window,  the  magazine  page,  the  curtain) 
become  the mediums  through which  life  is  transformed  firstly  into  lifelessness  (the woman  into  a 
mannequin  or  clone)  and,  ultimately,  into  death.  In  your  video,  the  ultimate  consumption  of  the 
women, their burning up into nothing, is foretold by their multiplication or cloning. In the story, the 
death of the fiancée is tragically foretold when the man carries the mannequin – the object that his 
fiancée  is  going  to  become  ‐  home  in  a  coffin.  In  keeping  with  our  earlier  discussions,  one  could 
understand  the  coffin  itself  to  be  kind  of  a  microcosmic  dwelling‐place  or  enclosure.  There  are 







MMF:  Puppet,  I  think,  is  something  of  a  bridge  between  the  works  we  discussed  earlier  ‐  Pardeh 
(2011) and Pause  in Movement  (2012)  ‐ and some of your more recent pieces, such as [Ge]Wand  II 










It  sounds abstract when  I  say  that  I  am  treating  text  as  textiles,  but  consider  carpets. Carpets,  and 
textiles  in  a  broader  sense,  are  common  components  of  dwellings.  I  had  been  printing  on  carpets 
earlier in my practice, when I was at Winchester School of Arts, University of Southampton. I studied 
the  techniques,  the  artistic  traditions  and  cultural/geographical  particularities  of  Persian  carpets, 


















'Wand'  ‐  which  is  the  German word  for wall  ‐  on  the  glass  of  the  cabinet.  Finally,  while  the word 
'Wand' appears on the glass, the sound 'Ge' can be heard ‐ just about ‐ through the glass (where you 








piece  to  Charlotte  Perkins  Gilman’s  The  Yellow  Wallpaper  which  is  very  powerfully  about  the 
experience of domestic space.  
 













































several  different  ways,  words  are  becoming  material.  By  this  I  mean  that  they  are  not  a  sign  of 








press  up  against  the  glass  (cabinet)  in  order  to  hear  what  is  being  said.  Now,  the  relation  of  the 
audience to the object of representation is no longer marked solely by voyeurism (as we saw Naficy 





This  extension  of  the  boundaries  of  the word,  and  of  the movement  of words  and  parts  of words 
across different materials,  recalls  Étienne Balibar’s  observation  that,  today,  borders no  longer  exist 
only ‘at the edge of territory, marking the point where it ends’ but are, rather, 'transported into the 




words as different materials  (the glass,  the script,  the sound) cut  through Ge/Wand. One might say 
that the veil/veiling too, as both material practice and participant, it is not only 'a sign of …' but is also 
configured  within  a  'border  assemblage'  that  usually  includes  the  state  and  which  defines  the 
boundaries  between,  for  example,  public  and  private,  or  between  'legitimate'  and  'recalcitrant' 
citizen. Paying attention to borders, accounting for and reacting to them, engaging in the 'multifarious 
battles  and  negotiations'  that  they  compel,  is  part  of  what  Sandro  Mezzadra  and  Brett  Neilson 
describe as 'border as method' (2008). The border, for them, is a way (method) of doing research. 
 












the  manual  gesture  and  the  inscriptive  trace  is  broken’  (2007:  3).  In  a  black  dress,  a  red  dress 










Farzaneh  Milani  notes,  that  it  is  something  of  an  empty  signifier,  an  abstract  ‘code’  that  allows 
‘anyone  and  everyone  to  vent  their  private  aspirations,  fears,  dreams,  and  nightmares'  (1992:  19). 
And yet for many women the veil is not a sign at all, but is instead, as we have briefly illustrated, part 
of  a  repertoire of devotional practices, or practical modes of  living,  that have evolved over  time  in 




The missionary  can't  re‐form people unless  they  are persuaded  that  the  formal ways  they 
live  their  lives  are  accidental  to  their  being,  channels  for  which  other  channels  can  be 




broadly  ‐  cannot  be  understood  independently  of  the  texture  of  physical,  material  and  other 






Re‐Enveloped  exhibition  possible,  especially  Nirmal  Puwar  (Methods  Lab,  Sociology    Department, 
Goldsmiths),  Althea  Greenan  (Women's  Art  Library,  Goldsmiths),  and  Alan  Stanley,  without  whose 
patience  and  technical  support  the  exhibition  would  not  have  been  realised. Many  thanks  also  to 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1 Keenan  illustrates how this  ‘residual  tension  in  the window … (gaze out/light  in)’ also exists  in  the 
television  screen;  specifically,  ‘in  the double  incorporation by which  television at once contains  the 
world  and  is  then  recontained  by  the  home,  a  home  that  can  then  be  reintegrated  into  the world 
home‐system  to  the  extent  that  “all”  the  homes  share  this  new  inhabitant  –  the  television  light’ 
(1993: 130). 
2 MMF:  Today,  pro‐hejab  activists  in  the  UK  explicitly  compare  ‘the  ideal Muslim woman with  the 
Christian ideal of the Virgin Mary and with nuns’ (Tarlo, 2007: 140). 
3 There  are many  forms of  veil  in  Iran,  one of which  is  the  chador, which  covers most  of  the body 
though not the face. 
4 Reza  Shah  Pahlavi  was  the  Shah  of  Iran  from  1925  until  1941.  He  was  succeeded  by  his  son, 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, who was overthrown in February 1979 by the Iranian Revolution. 





7 There  is  no  reason  why  these  two  conceptions  should  be  entirely  mutually  exclusive.  I  have 
represented  them,  and  Asad’s  view  of  them,  in  this  way  here,  however,  for  strategic  and  analytic 
purposes; in particular, to draw stark attention to the political dimensions of the distinction. 
8 For more on the  implications of  these different ways of understanding the veil  ‐ and  indeed other 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